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With the limited acceptance of the ‘responsibility to protect’ at the 2005 UN World Summit, it appears that the exercise of humanitarian intervention – and the related peacekeeping and peacebuilding operations that follow – will remain a feature of international politics for the forseeable future.  With this in mind, Richard Caplan’s well organised analysis of the successes and failures of recent post-conflict ‘transitional administrations’ – in Eastern Slavonia, Bosnia, Kosovo, and East Timor – that have been managed by international authorities is a useful text for practitioners and scholars alike.  

The book is organised in a thematic fashion. The first part, providing an overview of ‘international administration in practice’, is composed of chapters on ‘public order and internal security’, ‘refugees and internally displaced persons’, ‘civil administration’, political institution building’, and ‘economic reconstruction and development’.  The second part then delves into ‘critical issues’ that have undermined the operation of transitional administrations, including chapters on ‘planning operations’, ‘the exercise of executive authority’, ‘accountability’, and ‘exit strategies’.  Finally, Caplan offers some thoughts on ‘enhancing effectiveness’ of future attempts at establishing international governance of this kind, making a series of brief suggestions as to how the critical issues identified in part two might be addressed.

Throughout the entire book, the four case studies are expertly woven together around the theme being dealt with.  The incorporation of four case studies could well have resulted in a confusing and unwieldy text (particularly given the raft of acronyms that are used), but the arguments are so clearly written and tightly structured that the movement from one case to another is easy to follow.  Furthermore, an extensive bibliography of primary and secondary sources, including an impressive list of interviews, helps to give substance to the often succinct discussion of complex issues.

Perhaps the greatest weakness of the book, however, is that it pays only passing attention to the incredibly complex political issues that lie behind the civil conflicts that give rise to the need for international governance.  The most obvious example of this occurs at the end of the chapter on refugees and internally displaced persons, where Caplan seems to imply that the commitment to restoration of multi-ethnic societies in places such as Bosnia and Kosovo may be more of a hindrance than a help to peacebuilding operations.  While there may be a case to be made on this point, it is very much ‘underdone’ in this book, to the extent that it may have been better to leave it out altogether.  Similarly, scant attention is paid to the critics of ‘democratisation’ in the chapter on political institution-building.  It must be acknowledged, on the other hand, that Caplan clearly intends this book to act as an overview of the practical problems of transitional administrations, which means that very little space can be devoted to the complex theoretical and political problems that are associated with them.  Nevertheless, a more fully developed argument on the interplay between practical, theoretical, and political issues would have given the book greater cohesion and broader appeal.

It would be interesting, finally, to know how recent developments in Kosovo may have informed Caplan’s critique of international administrations.  The recognition of Kosovo as a new independent state raises a series of challenging questions that are pertinent to all aspects of this book, including the disjunction between plans and outcomes and the authority of UN Security Council.  It is, of course, impossible to fully keep up with the rapid developments in this field, but Caplan’s work provides an excellent point of introduction to the key problems that had been encountered up to the point of publication and which will continue to generate challenges to those engaged in internationally administered peace operations. 
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